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LETTERTO THE EDITOR

H5N1 moratorium
Missing the point

Pat G. Casey

Alimentary Pharmabiotic Centre and Microbiology Department; University College Cork; Cork, Ireland

R.D. Sleator’s article' (“Ferretting out the facts behind the H5SN1
controversy”) detailing the recent controversy (and its anteced-
ents) concerning use of engineered avian H5N1 influenza virus
raises some important issues. Sleator notes the similarity between
the current debate and that which surrounded the “Berg letter™
of 1974 and the “Asilomar meeting”®* of the following year. At
present, research involving such viruses remains a gray area, sub-
ject to a moratorium agreed at a WHO meeting in February of
this year. However, this moratorium, and much of the attendant
controversy, ignores one salient fact: it is no longer 1974! The
“nascent field of recombinant DNA technology” is now part of
everyday life in universities and research institutes across the
world. The techniques which were at the forefront of the molecu-
lar biology revolution 40 years ago are no longer “exotic” and are
the preserve of all graduate students (and many undergraduate
students) in the field. If persons of “nefarious intent” wish to rep-
licate the studies of Fouchier and Kawaoka (and the likelihood
of this is perhaps a debate in itself), there is little to prevent them
doing so given access to a standard molecular biology laboratory
and an average personal computer. The WHO moratorium may
perhaps delay their work, but is highly unlikely to completely
confound it, especially as similar previous research in this field
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has already been published in full,’” as noted by Sleator. The
debate within the scientific community should not be concerned
with the appropriate circumstances in which to impose a morato-
rium, but whether such moratoria can ever succeed in their stated
goals in today’s world.
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